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F O U R  P E R S P E C T I V E S  O N  R E A D I N G  I N  T H E  
U N I T E D  S T A T E S :  A N  H I S T O R I C A L  R E V I E W  
O F  P O P U L A R  M A G A Z I N E S  
J o s e p h  Z i m m e r  
W h e n  t h e  p h r a s e  " l i t e r a c y  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s "  i s  u s e d ,  r e a d e r s  f r e q u e n t l y  
a n t i c i p a t e  a  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  h o w  p o o r l y  A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t s  r e a d  a n d  w r i t e .  W e  h a v e  
b e c o m e  a c c u s t o m e d  t o  n e g a t i v e  r e p o r t s  a b o u t  s c h o o l s  o n  t e l e v i s i o n ,  i n  n e w s p a p e r s  
a n d  i n  p o p u l a r  m a g a z i n e s .  W e  a r e  p e r s u a d e d  t h a t  u p  t o  h a l f  o f  o u r  c h i l d r e n  n e v e r  
l e a r n  t o  r e a d ,  t h a t  t h e y  d o  n o t  r e a d  c l a s s i c  l i t e r a t u r e ,  a n d  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  n o t  t a u g h t  t o  
r e a d  i n  a n y  s y s t e m a t i c  o r  " s c i e n t i f i c "  w a y s .  T h e s e  a r e  s e r i o u s  a l l e g a t i o n s  m a d e  
a g a i n s t  a n  e d u c a t i o n a l  s y s t e m  t h a t  h a s  f o s t e r e d  u n i v e r s a l  l i t e r a c y  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s  f o r  t h e  p a s t  1 5 0  y e a r s .  
A s  a  g r a d u a t e  s t u d e n t  I  w o u l d  r e a d  t h e s e  r e p o r t s  a n d  s h o u t  a t  t h e  m a g a z i n e  o r  
n e w s p a p e r :  " T h a t ' s  n o t  t r u e !  T h e r e  c a n ' t  b e  4 6  m i l l i o n  i l l i t e r a t e  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s  u n l e s s  y o u  c o u n t  b a b i e s  a n d  d e a d  p e o p l e ! "  M y  a n g e r  w a s  s h a r e d  b y  m a n y  o f  
m y  c o l l e a g u e s  a n d  m e n t o r s .  A f t e r  a  b r i e f  s e a r c h ,  I  f o u n d  t h a t  n o  o n e  h a d  e v e r  
s e r i o u s l y  s t u d i e d  t h e  c o m m e n t s  m a d e  b y  n o n - e x p e r t s  a b o u t  r e a d i n g  a n d  r e a d i n g  
e d u c a t i o n  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  T h i s  w a s  v i r g i n  r e s e a r c h  t e r r i t o r y  i n  t h e  f i e l d ,  a n d  I  
m a n a g e d  t o  c o n v i n c e  m y  d i s s e r t a t i o n  c o m m i t t e e  t h a t  i f  w e  k n e w  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  
c o m m e n t s  m a d e  a b o u t  r e a d i n g  i n  t h e  m e d i a  w e  c o u l d  b e t t e r  f o r m u l a t e  r e s p o n s e s  
a n d  d e f e n d  t h e  f i e l d  f r o m  a t t a c k s .  
I  e n d e d  u p  c o n f i n i n g  m y  r e s e a r c h  t o  p o p u l a r  m a g a z i n e s  b e c a u s e  t h e y  w e r e  t h e  
b e s t  i n d e x e d  a n d  t h e  m o s t  a v a i l a b l e  s o u r c e s  o v e r  a n  e x t e n d e d  p e r i o d  o f  t i m e .  I  h a n d  
s e a r c h e d  e v e r y  i s s u e  o f  t h e  R e a d e r ' s  G u i d e  t o  P e r i o d i c a l  L i t e r a t u r e  f r o m  1 8 9 0  t o  
1 9 9 0  a n d  i d e n t i f i e d  n e a r l y  1 , 5 0 0  a r t i c l e s  i n  p o p u l a r  m a g a z i n e s  t h a t  d e a l t  d i r e c t l y  w i t h  
r e a d i n g  a n d  r e a d i n g  e d u c a t i o n .  O n c e  t h e  c i t a t i o n s  w e r e  t y p e d  i n t o  a  d a t a b a s e ,  I  
p h o t o c o p i e d ,  r e a d  a n d  t o o k  s i g n i f i c a n t  q u o t e s  f r o m  t h e  a r t i c l e s .  A t  f i r s t ,  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  
o f  a r t i c l e s  l o o k e d  l i k e  a n  i m p o s s i b l e  1 , 5 0 0  p i e c e  p u z z l e ,  b u t  o v e r  t h e  n e x t  t w o  y e a r s  
a n d  a f t e r  e x t e n s i v e  r e a d i n g  o f  s o c i a l  a n d  e d u c a t i o n a l  h i s t o r y  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  I  
b e g a n  t o  s e e  a  p a t t e r n  e m e r g e .  I n  T h e  S t r u g g l e  f o r  t h e  A m e r i c a n  C u r r i c u l u m ,  1 8 9 3 -
1 9 5 8  ( 1 9 8 6 / 1 9 9 5 ) ,  H e r b e r t  K l e i b a r d  a r g u e d  t h a t  s c h o o l  c u r r i c u l a  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  
w e r e  g u i d e d  b y  f o u r  m a j o r  i n t e r e s t  g r o u p s :  h u m a n i s t s ,  s o c i a l  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t s ,  
d e v e l o p m e n t a l i s t s ,  a n d  s c i e n t i f i c  m a n a g e r s .  M y  r e v i e w  o f  p o p u l a r  m a g a z i n e s  
r e v e a l e d  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  t h e s e  g r o u p s  h a d  o n  p e r c e p t i o n s  a b o u t  r e a d i n g ,  a n d  I  b a s e d  
m y  f r a m e w o r k  f o r  s o r t i n g  t h e  a r t i c l e s  o n  t h o s e  g r o u p s .  
B e c a u s e  K l e i b a r d ' s  s c h e m e  w a s  n o t  a  p e r f e c t  f i t  f o r  d a t a  o n  r e a d i n g ,  I  r e n a m e d  
a n d  a d a p t e d  s o m e  o f  t h e  c a t e g o r i e s ,  a s  f o l l o w s :  t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a ,  t h e  m e l i o r i s t s ,  t h e  
d e v e l o p m e n t a l i s t s ,  a n d  t h e  e m p i r i c i s t s .  N e a r l y  e v e r y  a r t i c l e  c o l l e c t e d  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  f i t  
c l e a n l y  i n t o  o n e  o f  t h e s e  f o u r  i n t e r e s t  g r o u p s ,  a n d  I  b e c a m e  c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  t h e y  
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exerted, and continue to exert, a great deal of force in controlling the ways non-
experts have perceived reading in the United States. 
Articles by the "intelligentsia" were the most prevalent between 1890 and 1940. 
These writers were usually well-educated, sometimes famous in fields outside of 
reading education, and often wrote for "high-brow" or elite magazines. They had an 
unswerving dedication to traditional Western literature and thought that a liberal 
education could not be achieved without reading classic books. They believed that 
the family, not the school, should be the center of a person's early literary life, that 
family unity was enhanced by family reading, and that morality was learned through 
reading what they perceived to be quality books. New technologies, such as 
automobiles, radio and television, served only to take people away from books. 
The home was the natural place to learn to read, and the role of parents was not 
only to teach reading but also to instill a taste for great literature in their children. In 
the September, 1912 issue of Home Progress, Edward Bok, then editor of Ladies' 
Home Journal, described how family reading strengthened family ties: 
Effective parenting is always that which works in unity: where the one 
supplements the work of the other. The mother may spin the cords that weave 
the child's mental and moral training: it is the father's place to tighten the 
cords. 
It is here that so much can be done through unified family reading,-the 
gradual decline of which has done more, I believe, to loosen the cords of 
American family life than any other cause that can be concretely found. A 
family that delights to gather around the evening lamp while one of its 
members reads aloud can generally be trusted later to make some impression 
on the world. A common interest is more surely quickened into life through the 
interest and discussion of a good healthy book or a clean-cut article on a live 
topic than through any other channel. 
The intelligentsia were also very much concerned about the ever-expanding reading 
choices of children. As children gained a measure of financial independence from 
their parents and reading materials such as "dime novels" and "penny dreadfuls" 
became more available, the intelligentsia urged parents to shield their children from 
this "trashy" reading. They believed very sincerely in John Locke's conception of a 
child as tabula rasa, blank slate, upon which all experiences make an impression. 
Julia Brown illustrated tabula rasa in the June, 1913 issue of Home Progress: 
The omnivorous appetite of youth must be guided by wisdom and 
discretion. It is the start, in everything, which shapes the finish. Give the eager 
little mind real mental food to nourish it lest it be fain to feed on husks. 
Establish a taste for good literature, and presently the child will refuse all 
other. 
In the November, 1909 issue of St. Nicholas, a children's magazine, Hildegard 
Hawthorne used a metaphor to explain tabula rasa to children: 
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: o n t r o l l i n g  t h e  w a y s  n o n -
b e t w e e n  1 8 9 0  a n d  1 9 4 0 .  
n o u s  i n  f i e l d s  o u t s i d e  o f  
m a g a z i n e s .  T h e y  h a d  a n  
n d  t h o u g h t  t h a t  a  l i b e r a l  
l O O k s .  T h e y  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  
m ' s  e a r l y  l i t e r a r y  l i f e ,  t h a t  
· a l i t y  w a s  l e a r n e d  t h r o u g h  
v  t e c h n o l o g i e s ,  s u c h  a s  
e  a w a y  f r o m  b o o k s .  
1 e  r o l e  o f  p a r e n t s  w a s  n o t  
r a t u r e  i n  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  I n  
o k ,  t h e n  e d i t o r  o f  L a d i e s '  
f a m i l y  t i e s :  
u n i t y :  w h e r e  t h e  o n e  
1  t h e  c o r d s  t h a t  w e a v e  
s  p l a c e  t o  t i g h t e n  t h e  
d  f a m i l y  r e a d i n g , - t h e  
: >  l o o s e n  t h e  c o r d s  o f  
e  c o n c r e t e l y  f o u n d .  A  
: t m p  w h i l e  o n e  o f  i t s  
n a k e  s o m e  i m p r e s s i o n  
e d  i n t o  l i f e  t h r o u g h  t h e  
a n - c u t  a r t i c l e  o n  a  l i v e  
e  e v e r - e x p a n d i n g  r e a d i n g  
m c i a l  i n d e p e n d e n c e  f r o m  
s "  a n d  " p e n n y  d r e a d f u l s "  
s h i e l d  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  
1  L o c k e ' s  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  a  
c e s  m a k e  a n  i m p r e s s i o n .  
> f  H o m e  P r o g r e s s :  
i d e d  b y  w i s d o m  a n d  
~finish. G i v e  t h e  e a g e r  
: t i n  t o  f e e d  o n  h u s k s .  
1 e  c h i l d  w i l l  r e f u s e  a l l  
m ' s  m a g a z i n e ,  H i l d e g a r d  
· e n :  
T h e  t h i n g s  y o u  p u t  i n  y o u r  m i n d  a r e  l i k e  s t o n e s  w h i c h  y o u  m i g h t  s e t  i n  a  
c o r o n e t .  Y o u  m a y  p u t  i n t o  t h e  c o r o n e t  p r e c i o u s  a n d  b e a u t i f u l  s t o n e s  o f  m a n y  
c o l o r s  a r r a n g e d  i n  a n  e x q u i s i t e  p a t t e r n .  O r  y o u  m a y  s t i c k  i n  d u l l  a n d  c o m m o n  
p e b b l e s  w i t h o u t  p l a n  o r  h a r m o n y .  O n e  d o e s n ' t  t a k e  v e r y  m u c h  m o r e  t i m e  a n d  
t r o u b l e  t h a n  t h e  o t h e r .  B u t  t h i n k  h o w  d i f f e r e n t  t h e  t w o  c r o w n s  w i l l  b e  w h e n  t h e  
w o r k  i s  o v e r  a n d  t h e y  a r e  f i n i s h e d !  M o r e o v e r ,  t h e r e  i s  a l l  t h e  d e l i g h t  o f  f i n d i n g  
t h e  r a r e  j e w e l s ,  e a c h  s o  s h i n i n g  i n  i t s e l f .  
T h e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a  o f t e n  v i e w e d  n e w  t e c h n o l o g y  a s  a  t h r e a t  t o  A m e r i c a n  l i t e r a r y  
t r a d i t i o n s .  I n  t h e i r  v i e w ,  i n v e n t i o n s  s u c h  a s  t h e  p h o n o g r a p h ,  a u t o m o b i l e ,  m o t i o n  
p i c t u r e ,  a n d  r a d i o  s e r v e d  p r i m a r i l y  t o  d r a w  p e o p l e  a w a y  f r o m  r e a d i n g .  S i n c l a i r  L e w i s  
s t a t e d  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  i n  a n  a d d r e s s  a t  t h e  A n n u a l  D i n n e r  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  B o o k s e l l e r s '  
A s s o c i a t i o n  i n  N e w  Y o r k  o n  M a y  1 1 ,  1 9 3 6 ,  w h i c h  w a s  t r a n s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  M a y  1 6 ,  
1 9 3 6  i s s u e  o f  t h e  S a t u r d a y  R e v i e w  o f  L i t e r a t u r e :  
I t  i s  o b v i o u s  t h a t  p e o p l e  l i s t e n  t o  t h e  r a d i o  a n d  g o  t o  t h e  m o t i o n  p i c t u r e s  
i n s t e a d  o f  r e a d i n g  b o o k s .  B u t  t h e r e  a r e  p l e n t y  o f  o t h e r  C o s s a c k s  o n  o u r  t r a i l :  
t h e  a u t o m o b i l e ,  w h i c h  t a k e s  m i l l i o n s  a w a y  f r o m  h o m e  a n d  t h e  b o o k s h e l f  o n  
b l a n d  e v e n i n g s ;  t h e  i n c r e d i b l e  v o g u e  o f  b r i d g e ;  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  n u m b e r  o f  n i g h t  
c l u b s  i n  c i t i e s  a n d  r o a d h o u s e s  i n  t h e  c o u n t r y ;  t h e  n e w  f a s h i o n  o f  w i n t e r  
c r u i s e s  o n  w h i c h  t h e  v i c t i m s  w e  s o  c a n n i l y  s t a l k e d  t a k e  w h a t  w e  f o n d l y  v i e w e d  
a s  t h e i r  b o o k  m o n e y  a n d  g o  o f f  t o  B e r m u d a  o r  T r i n i d a d .  
T h e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a  a l s o  f e l t  t h a t  r e a d i n g  e d u c a t i o n  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s  w a s  
i n a d e q u a t e .  F r o m  t h e i r  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  s c h o o l s  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  p r o v i d i n g  c h i l d r e n  w i t h  
t h e  b a s i c  t o o l s  o f  l i t e r a c y ,  b u t  w e r e  d o i n g  a  p o o r  j o b  o f  t e a c h i n g  t h e m  r e a d i n g  t a s t e .  
M a n y  o f  t h e m  t h o u g h t  t h e  r e a d i n g  p r i m e r s  t o  b e  f o r e i g n  a n d  r e p u g n a n t ,  a n d  o t h e r s  
v i e w e d  t h e  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s  a s  a  t h r e a t  t o  t h e  s u s t e n a n c e  o f  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n s  i n  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  A s  C .  D .  W a r n e r  s t a t e d  i n  t h e  J u n e ,  1 8 9 0  i s s u e  o f  A t l a n t i c  M o n t h l y ,  
T h e  m i n d  o f  t h e  o r d i n a r y  c h i l d  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  j u d g e d  b y  t h e  m i n d  t h a t  
p r o d u c e s  s t u f f  o f  t h i s  s o r t :  " L i t t l e  J i m m y  h a d  a  l i t t l e  w h i t e  p i g . "  " D i d  t h e  l i t t l e  p i g  
k n o w  J i m m y ? "  " Y e s ,  t h e  l i t t l e  p i g  k n e w  J i m m y ,  a n d  w o u l d  c o m e  w h e n  h e  
c a l l e d . "  " H o w  d i d  l i t t l e  J i m m y  k n o w  h i s  p i g  f r o m  t h e  o t h e r  l i t t l e  p i g s ? "  " B y  t h e  
t w i s t  i n  h i s  t a i l . "  . . .  I f  w e  e x a m i n e  r e a d i n g - b o o k s  f r o m  t h e  l o w e s t  g r a d e  t o  t h e  
h i g h e s t ,  w e  s h a l l  f i n d  t h a t  t h e i r  o b j e c t  i s  t o  t e a c h  w o r d s ,  n o t  l i t e r a t u r e .  T h e  
l o w e r - g r a d e  b o o k s  a r e  c o m m o n l y  i n a n e  ( I  w i l l  n o t  s a y  c h i l d i s h ,  f o r  t h a t  i s  l i b e l  
o n  t h e  o p e n  m i n d s  o f  c h i l d r e n )  b e y o n d  d e s c r i p t i o n .  
T h e  s e c o n d  g r o u p  o f  c r i t i c s ,  t h e  m e l i o r i s t s ,  b e l i e v e d  d e e p l y  t h a t  A m e r i c a n  s o c i e t y  
w o u l d  b e  g r e a t l y  i m p r o v e d  b y  u n i v e r s a l  l i t e r a c y .  W h i l e  o t h e r s  d i d  n o t  d e n y  t h i s ,  t h e  
f o c u s  o f  m e l i o r i s t s  w a s  o f t e n  m i s d i r e c t e d .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  l i t e r a c y  s t u d i e s  c o n d u c t e d  
w i t h  p r i s o n  p o p u l a t i o n s  a l m o s t  a l w a y s  s h o w  l o w  l i t e r a c y  l e v e l s  a m o n g  i n m a t e s .  
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Meliorist writers often jumped to the conclusion that if those inmates had been 
literate, they probably would not have turned to a life of crime. The meliorists' focus 
was always on the statistics of literacy. They were more concerned with how many 
people in the United States could read than with how Americans learned to read or 
what they were reading. The most common contemporary meliorist articles argued 
that American workers did not have the functional literacy skills necessary to 
compete for jobs, that standardized test scores revealed that high school students 
had lower levels of literacy than their predecessors, and that the United States was 
one of the least literate of all industrialized nations. 
Both the meliorists and the intelligentsia agreed that reading was valuable, but 
meliorists did not adopt the intelligentsia's view of the role of literary traditions in the 
establishment of universal literacy. The meliorist perspective was more resilient than 
the intelligentsia's, because the meliorists' agenda continually adapted to the needs 
of the times. For example, at the turn of the century, meliorists were concerned about 
basic literacy, the numbers of Americans who could read at all. By mid-century, when 
the goal of universal basic literacy had nearly been achieved, the meliorists shifted 
their focus toward a new goal, universal "functional literacy," a vague term used to 
represent levels of literacy sufficient for every American to participate in society in a 
free and productive way. The following articles outline a chronology of the meliorists' 
rise from 1890 to 1990. 
Between 1890 and the decline in the wave of immigration in the 1920s, illiteracy 
in the United States was dominated by two groups: immigrants and rural dwellers. 
Illiteracy among immigrants was shown to be a temporary form: meliorists used the 
data from the decennial censuses to demonstrate that while illiteracy in the 
immigrants themselves was high, the children of illiterate immigrants were among the 
most literate members of society in the early twentieth century. Rural illiteracy, on the 
other hand, seemed to be so deeply rooted in culture and family life that it tended to 
pass from generation to generation. According to "Illiteracy and the Rural School" in 
the April 19, 1913 issue of Survey, 
As a nation the number of illiterates among us decreased from 10.7 per 
cent of the population in 1900 to 7.7 per cent in 1910. In spite of this decrease, 
a bulletin by A. C. Monahan of the Bureau of Education refers to the "relatively 
high rate of illiteracy" in the country and says that this rate is due not to 
immigration but to lack of opportunities in the rural districts. The percentage of 
rural illiteracy is twice that of urban, although approximately three-fourths of 
the immigrants are in cities. Still more significant is a comparison between 
children born in this country of foreign parents with those born of native 
parents. Illiteracy among the latter is more than three times as great as that 
among the former, 'largely,' says Mr. Monahan, 'on account of the lack of 
opportunities for education in rural America.' 
Early in the twentieth century, many meliorists believed that the pervasive 
illiteracy in the United States would threaten democratic processes. Winthrop Talbot, 
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1 s e  i n m a t e s  h a d  b e e n  
: l .  T h e  m e l i o r i s t s '  f o c u s  
c e r n e d  w i t h  h o w  m a n y  
: a n s  l e a r n e d  t o  r e a d  o r  
1 e l i o r i s t  a r t i c l e s  a r g u e d  
~Y s k i l l s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  
1 t  h i g h  s c h o o l  s t u d e n t s  
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  w a s  
d i n g  w a s  v a l u a b l e ,  b u t  
l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n s  i n  t h e  
w a s  m o r e  r e s i l i e n t  t h a n  
{  a d a p t e d  t o  t h e  n e e d s  
;  w e r e  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  
I .  B y  m i d - c e n t u r y ,  w h e n  
j ,  t h e  m e l i o r i s t s  s h i f t e d  
·  a  v a g u e  t e r m  u s e d  t o  
~rticipate i n  s o c i e t y  i n  a  
1 o l o g y  o f  t h e  m e l i o r i s t s '  
1  i n  t h e  1 9 2 0 s ,  i l l i t e r a c y  
m t s  a n d  r u r a l  d w e l l e r s .  
r m :  m e l i o r i s t s  u s e d  t h e  
w h i l e  i l l i t e r a c y  i n  t h e  
i g r a n t s  w e r e  a m o n g  t h e  
' ·  R u r a l  i l l i t e r a c y ,  o n  t h e  
n i l y  l i f e  t h a t  i t  t e n d e d  t o  
n d  t h e  R u r a l  S c h o o l "  i n  
! a s e d  f r o m  1 0 . 7  p e r  
) i t e  o f  t h i s  d e c r e a s e ,  
f e r s  t o  t h e  " r e l a t i v e l y  
;  r a t e  i s  d u e  n o t  t o  
; .  T h e  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  
1 t e l y  t h r e e - f o u r t h s  o f  
: o m p a r i s o n  b e t w e e n  
1 o s e  b o r n  o f  n a t i v e  
1 e s  a s  g r e a t  a s  t h a t  
~ount o f  t h e  l a c k  o f  
· e d  t h a t  t h e  p e r v a s i v e  
e s s e s .  W i n t h r o p  T a l b o t ,  
a n  e x p e r t  o n  t h e  a s s i m i l a t i o n  o f  i m m i g r a n t s ,  p o i n t e d  t o  t h e  d a n g e r  i n  t h e  D e c e m b e r ,  
1 9 1 5  i s s u e  o f  N o r t h  A m e r i c a n  R e v i e w :  
H o w  m a n y  o f  u s  w h o  e n j o y  t h e  p r i n t e d  p a g e  r e a l i z e  t h a t  f i v e  m i l l i o n  a d u l t  
A m e r i c a n  c i t i z e n s  a r e  w h o l l y  u n a b l e  t o  r e a d  a n d  w r i t e ;  t h a t  m i l l i o n s  m o r e  r e a d  
o n l y  s i m p l e  w o r d s ;  a n d  t h a t  s t i l l  o t h e r  m i l l i o n s ,  a b l e  t o  r e a d  h e s i t a t i n g l y ,  r a r e l y  
d o  r e a d ?  A  l a r g e  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  A m e r i c a n  a d u l t s  a r e  i l l i t e r a t e s  o r  n e a r -
i l l i t e r a t e s ,  a l m o s t  w h o l l y  i s o l a t e d  f r o m  t h e  w o r l d  o f  i d e a s  a n d  p r o g r e s s  . . . .  
S u c h  i l l i t e r a c y  i s  a  b a r r i e r  t o  d e m o c r a c y  . . . .  I l l i t e r a c y  m e a n s  i n c r e a s i n g  
i n d u s t r i a l  a g i t a t i o n  a n d  u n r e s t ;  i t  p r o m o t e s  r a c e  p r e j u d i c e  a n d  c l a s s  h a t r e d ;  i t  
p r e c l u d e s  t h a t  m u t u a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a n d  a b i l i t y  t o  c o - o p e r a t e  w h i c h  m u s t  
u n d e r l i e  w e l l - m a n a g e d  i n d u s t r y  a n d  e f f i c i e n t  d e m o c r a c y ;  . . .  
M e l i o r i s t  w r i t e r s  u s e d  c o r r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  i l l i t e r a c y  a n d  c e r t a i n  s o c i a l  i l l s  t o  
c o n v i n c e  t h e  A m e r i c a n  p e o p l e  t h a t  i l l i t e r a c y  w a s  a  m a j o r  c o n t r i b u t i n g  c a u s e  o f  t h e  
p r o p a g a t i o n  o f  s u c h  s o c i e t a l  b l i g h t s  a s  c r i m e ,  d i s e a s e ,  a n d  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n ;  a n d  t h e y  
s t o o d  b y  t h e i r  s t a t e m e n t s  a b o u t  t h e  d a m a g i n g  e f f e c t s  o f  i l l i t e r a c y  o n  d e m o c r a c y .  A  
g o o d  e x a m p l e  o f  t h i s  1 9 2 0 s  m e l i o r i s t  r e a s o n i n g  i s  " I l l i t e r a c y  a n d  t h e  S c r a p  H e a p , "  a n  
a r t i c l e  b y  F r e d  B .  H o d g i n s  i n  t h e  M a y  1 4 ,  1 9 2 1  i s s u e  o f  S u r v e y .  H o d g i n s  u s e d  t h e  
i r o n y  i n  t h e  s t o r y  o f  " B u l l "  C a s s i d y - a  m u r d e r e r  w h o  l e a r n e d  t o  w r i t e  h i s  n a m e  f o r  t h e  
f i r s t  t i m e  o n  d e a t h  r o w  a t  O s i n i n g  P r i s o n - t o  a d v o c a t e  b e t t e r  e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  
c o m p u l s o r y  s c h o o l  l a w s :  
T h e  d e a t h - h o u s e  w a s  t h e  o n l y  s c h o o l h o u s e  B u l l  e v e r  a t t e n d e d .  H i s  
s c h o o l i n g  t h e r e  w a s  c o m p u l s o r y ,  a n d  s o c i e t y  s a w  t o  i t  t h a t  t h i s  e d u c a t i o n a l  
p r o v i s i o n  o f  t h e  c r i m i n a l  l a w  w a s  s t r i c t l y  e n f o r c e d  u n t i l  B u l l  w a s  g r a d u a t e d  t o  
t h e  e l e c t r i c  c h a i r !  H a d  t h e  e q u a l l y  c o m p u l s o r y  p r o v i s i o n  o f  t h e  s c h o o l  l a w  b e e n  
v i g o r o u s l y  e n f o r c e d  y e a r s  b e f o r e ,  t h e r e  m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  a  d i f f e r e n t  s t o r y  t o  
t e l l  a b o u t  B u l l .  
T h e  s t o r y  o f  B u l l  C a s s i d y  i m p l i e d  t h a t  i l l i t e r a t e s  b e c a m e  c r i m i n a l s  a n d  t h a t  i m p r o v e d  
l i t e r a c y  w o u l d  p r e v e n t  c r i m e .  
I n  t h e  F e b r u a r y  1 0 ,  1 9 2 3  i s s u e  o f  L i t e r a r y  D i g e s t ,  " I g n o r a n c e  a n d  I l l n e s s "  t r i e d  t o  
s h o w  i n  a  s i m i l a r  w a y  t h a t  i l l i t e r a c y  w a s  a  m a j o r  c o n t r i b u t i n g  f a c t o r  t o  m a n y  d i s e a s e s  
a n d  e v e n  e a r l y  d e a t h :  
P e a r l  a n d  l l s l e y  o f  t h e  J o h n s  H o p k i n s  U n i v e r s i t y  S c h o o l  o f  H y g i e n e  a n d  
P u b l i c  H e a l t h  h a v e  a t t e m p t e d  t o  e v a l u a t e  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  t h e  p o s s i b l e  c o r r e l a t i o n  
o f  m o r t a l i t y  i n  A m e r i c a n  c i t i e s  a n d  i l l i t e r a c y ,  w h i c h  m u s t  i n e v i t a b l y  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  
d e t r i m e n t a l  i g n o r a n c e .  T h e i r  s t u d y  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  i l l i t e r a c y  i n  
a n  u r b a n  c o m m u n i t y  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y  i s  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  f a c t o r  i n  i n f l u e n c i n g  
u n f a v o r a b l y  t h e  d e a t h - r a t e  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  f r o m  a l l  c a u s e s ,  a n d  u n d e r  
c e r t a i n  p a r t i c u l a r  c a u s e s ,  n o t a b l y  d i a r r h e a  a n d  e n t e r i t i s ,  p n e u m o n i a ,  d i p h t h e r i a  
a n d  m e a s l e s .  T h e  t y p h o i d  f e v e r ,  w h o o p i n g - c o u g h  a n d  p u e r p e r a l  f e v e r  d e a t h -
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rates are apparently ·not significantly correlated with the percentage of 
illiteracy, for probably quite different reasons in the different cases .... If the 
ignorance which illiteracy postulates can seriously affect the equipment of our 
population for 'meeting the battle of existence,' the tentative conclusions just 
reviewed present a strong argument in favor of certain types of elementary 
education as a public health measure. 
Pearl and !Isley's study, like the story of Bull Cassidy, was used to propagate the 
belief that illiteracy caused crime, disease, and poverty, when there was merely a 
correlation. 
Once the vast majority of Americans attained basic literacy, meliorists shifted their 
attention to improving "functional literacy,'' the level of literacy skills necessary for 
success in society. Through the years, minimum levels of functional literacy moved 
from fourth grade just before World War II to twelfth grade in the late 1980s. The 
concept of functional literacy took shape in the Civilian Conservation Corps, a New 
Deal program designed to put unemployed workers to work in conservation projects 
in the mid-1930s. By placing workers in positions fitting their education and 
experience, CCC administrators identified a group of people (between 2 and 6 
percent) that was completely illiterate. Another group was literate by the Census 
Bureau standards, yet didn't have the literacy skills necessary to complete certain 
minimally literate tasks. "CCC Illiterates" in the January 1936 issue of Survey 
described this group: 
Nearly 80 percent of the illiterates were under twenty-five years of age, 
nearly all were American born, and five-sixths were from rural areas and small 
towns. 
Functional literacy problems, especially among native Caucasians, were also 
detected by the military as it prepared soldiers for World War II. "Ignorance," in the 
June 8, 1942 issue of Time, showed the concern for the negative impact of 
functionally illiterate soldiers on national security. 
The President, the U. S. Office of Education and Paul McNutt's War 
Manpower Commission were deeply concerned last week because a quarter 
of a million men, physically fit, had been rejected for illiteracy, lack of 
education, low mentality. Draft boards had turned up 177,000 more who did 
not know whether a boat would float in water, but who were not physically fit, 
either. [The] largest group of ignoramuses were neither aliens nor Negroes, 
but native whites. 
After the war, economic and political shifts in the United States caused a greater 
focus on functional literacy as an international economic weapon. As jobs moved 
from blue collar to white collar, meliorist writers began a long campaign to push 
schools to improve functional literacy training for workers. This campaign peaked in 
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,  m e l i o r i s t s  s h i f t e d  t h e i r  
c y  s k i l l s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  
n c t i o n a l  l i t e r a c y  m o v e d  
i n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 8 0 s .  T h e  
; e r v a t i o n  C o r p s ,  a  N e w  
n  c o n s e r v a t i o n  p r o j e c t s  
~ t h e i r  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  
a l e  ( b e t w e e n  2  a n d  6  
l i t e r a t e  b y  t h e  C e n s u s  
3 r y  t o  c o m p l e t e  c e r t a i n  
1 9 3 6  i s s u e  o f  S u r v e y  
y - f i v e  y e a r s  o f  a g e ,  
J r a l  a r e a s  a n d  s m a l l  
: a u c a s i a n s ,  w e r e  a l s o  
1 r  I I .  " I g n o r a n c e , "  i n  t h e  
1 e  n e g a t i v e  i m p a c t  o f  
P a u l  M c N u t t ' s  W a r  
<  b e c a u s e  a  q u a r t e r  
> r  i l l i t e r a c y ,  l a c k  o f  
7 , 0 0 0  m o r e  w h o  d i d  
~re n o t  p h y s i c a l l y  f i t ,  
a l i e n s  n o r  N e g r o e s ,  
) t a t e s  c a u s e d  a  g r e a t e r  
e a p o n .  A s  j o b s  m o v e d  
o n g  c a m p a i g n  t o  p u s h  
1 i s  c a m p a i g n  p e a k e d  i n  
t h e  1 9 8 0 s ,  w h e n  i n c r e a s e d  e c o n o m i c  c o m p e t i t i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w i t h  J a p a n  a n d  W e s t  
G e r m a n y ,  c a u s e d  m e l i o r i s t s  t o  d e c l a r e  a  f u n c t i o n a l  l i t e r a c y  c r i s i s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s .  " H o w  B u s i n e s s  I s  J o i n i n g  t h e  F i g h t  A g a i n s t  F u n c t i o n a l  I l l i t e r a c y , "  i n  t h e  A p r i l  
1 6 ,  1 9 8 4  i s s u e  o f  B u s i n e s s  W e e k ,  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  g r o w i n g  p r o b l e m  o f  f u n c t i o n a l  
i l l i t e r a c y  i n  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  w o r k  p l a c e s :  
B a s i c  s o c i a l  f o r c e s  h e l p  t o  p e r p e t u a t e  t h e  p r o b l e m .  ' M a n y  p e o p l e  a r e  p a r t  
o f  a  c u l t u r e  w h e r e  r e a d i n g  t h i n g s  i s  n o t  t h e  p r i m a r y  w a y  o f  g e t t i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n , '  
s a y s  L i n d a  E .  S t o k e r ,  t r a i n i n g  m a n a g e r  a t  P o l a r o i d .  T h e s e  p e o p l e  p r o d u c e  
c h i l d r e n  w h o  d o  n o t  r e a d  b e c a u s e  r e a d i n g  i s  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e i r  o u t - o f - s c h o o l  
l i v e s .  
A  m a j o r  s o u r c e  o f  s t a t i s t i c s  u s e d  b y  t h e  m e l i o r i s t s  i n  t h e i r  c a m p a i g n  a g a i n s t  s c h o o l s  
w a s  a  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  s t a n d a r d i z e d  t e s t  s c o r e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  d e c l i n e s  i n  t h e  S c h o l a s t i c  
A p t i t u d e  T e s t  ( S A T ) .  " A  S t o r y  S o  S h o r t ,  E v e n  K i d s  W h o  T a k e  t h e  S A T s  C a n  R e a d  I t , ' '  
i n  t h e  S e p t e m b e r  1 0 ,  1 9 9 0  i s s u e  o f  N e w s w e e k ,  d i s c u s s e d  t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  s c o r e s :  
W h a t ' s  w r o n g  w i t h  t h i s  s e n t e n c e :  ' U . S .  s t u d e n t s  r e a d  p r e t t y  g o o d ' ?  F i r s t ,  o f  
c o u r s e ,  i t  c o n t a i n s  b a d  g r a m m a r .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  i t ' s  a l s o  u n t r u e .  J o h n n y ' s  a n d  
J a n e ' s  r e a d i n g  a b i l i t y  h a s  d r o p p e d  f o r  t h e  f o u r t h  y e a r  i n  a  r o w ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
t h e  a v e r a g e  s c o r e s  o f  k i d s  t a k i n g  S A T  c o l l e g e - p l a c e m e n t  e x a m s  d u r i n g  t h e  
1 9 8 9 - 9 0  s c h o o l  y e a r  . . . .  
E d u c a t o r s  o f f e r  a  v a r i e t y  o f  r e a s o n s  f o r  t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  r e a d i n g  s k i l l s :  
u n c h a l l e n g i n g  c u r r i c u l a  a n d  t e x t b o o k s ,  t o o  m u c h  t i m e  s p e n t  w a t c h i n g  T V  a n d  
p l a y i n g  v i d e o  g a m e s .  S a i d  D o n a l d  M .  S t e w a r t ,  p r e s i d e n t  o f  t h e  C o l l e g e  B o a r d ,  
w h i c h  a d m i n i s t e r s  t h e  S A T s ,  ' R e a d i n g  i s  i n  d a n g e r  o f  b e c o m i n g  a  l o s t  a r t . '  
T h e  t h i r d  g r o u p ,  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t a l i s t s ,  u s e d  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  n e w  s c i e n c e s  o f  
d e v e l o p m e n t a l  a n d  e d u c a t i o n a l  p s y c h o l o g y  t o  a d v i s e  t h e  A m e r i c a n  p u b l i c  o n  r e a d i n g  
i s s u e s .  T h e  d e v e l o p m e n t a l i s t s  h a d  m a n y  d i s a g r e e m e n t s  a n d  d e b a t e s  w i t h  t h e  
i n t e l l i g e n t s i a  a b o u t  h o w  a  c h i l d  s h o u l d  b e  t a u g h t  t o  r e a d .  T h e  t w o  m a i n  t o p i c s  o f  
d e b a t e  w e r e  c h i l d r e n ' s  c h o i c e  i n  r e a d i n g  a n d  t h e  t i m e  t o  b e g i n  r e a d i n g  i n s t r u c t i o n  
w i t h  a  c h i l d .  
W h e r e a s  t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a  b e l i e v e d  i n  p r e s e n t i n g  c h i l d r e n  w i t h  o n l y  t h e  b e s t  i n  
l i t e r a t u r e  f r o m  t h e  e a r l i e s t  a g e s ,  d e v e l o p m e n t a l i s t s  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  s h o u l d  b e  
a l l o w e d  t o  c h o o s e  t h e i r  r e a d i n g  m a t e r i a l s  f r e e l y .  T h i s  c h o i c e  w o u l d  a l l o w  c h i l d r e n  t o  
d i s c o v e r  a n d  f u l f i l l  t h e i r  o w n  u n i q u e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  n e e d s  
n a t u r a l l y .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  d u r i n g  t h e  1 9 5 0 s ,  t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a  w e r e  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  t h e  
p r o l i f e r a t i o n  a n d  m a s s  c o n s u m p t i o n  o f  c o m i c  b o o k s .  T h e y  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h o s e  
m a t e r i a l s  w e r e  h a r m f u l  t o  t h e  f u t u r e  r e a d i n g  h a b i t s  o f  c h i l d r e n .  O n  t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  
d e v e l o p m e n t a l i s t s  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  c o m i c  b o o k s  w e r e  t h e  p e r f e c t  r e a d i n g  m a t e r i a l s  f o r  
c h i l d r e n  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a l l o w e d  c h i l d r e n  t o  e x p l o r e  t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  a n d  f a n t a s i z e  a b o u t  
t h e i r  l a t e r  l i v e s .  I n  t h e  M a r c h  1 9 7 6  i s s u e  o f  E s q u i r e ,  S t e p h e n  G o s n e l l  t o o k  t h e  
d e v e l o p m e n t a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  r e a d i n g  t a s t e s  o f  c h i l d r e n :  
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... if you are stuffing kinder-lit down the throats of your progeny hoping to 
inculcate incipient culture, you might want to examine your motives and 
reassess your methods. What is reading supposed to do for kids? What are 
the real priorities? ... 
Kids ... are not interested in ideas. They like puns, cruel jokes, amazing 
statistics, monsters, the subversion of authority, brute strength, complicated 
pictures, and perverse nonsense. In short, anything, no matter how veiled in 
metaphor, that suggests to them that they are getting a no-bullshit glimpse of 
the silly but dangerous universe that adults inhabit and that they will have to, 
bit by bit, adapt themselves to. 
The intelligentsia and developmentalists also disagreed about when a child should 
learn to read. The intelligentsia believed that parents should begin their children on 
the path to reading from very young ages. Developmentalists at first admonished 
parents for teaching children to read in the preschool years, but then backed away 
from this stance when research in the 1950s and 1960s revealed that many 
preschool children are developmentally ready and able to learn to read. Calvin T. 
Ryan, an education professor, argued, in the October 1946 issue of Better Homes & 
Gardens, that parents should not teach their preschool children to read : 
'Dickie could read long before he started to school!' Mrs. B. boasts at her 
bridge club. 
But Mrs. B. is a foolish mother. She has satisfied her pride at the expense 
of Dickie's precious eyes and nervous system. 
Learning to read demands mental-visual co-ordination that taxes every 
nerve in a small body. The very muscles used are seldom developed before a 
child is 6 and one-half or 7 years old-sometimes older. 
Studies show that the percent of nearsighted children is much higher 
among early readers. Truly, 'The alphabet is as injurious to the child's eye as 
an unwise diet is to his stomach.' ... 
Educators agree that there are many things Dickie must learn before he 
starts to read. In fact, until he learns some of these his ability to read is 
practically worthless to him. 
Mrs. M. condemned Nan's teacher because 'Nan has been in school nearly 
a year and hasn't learned to read!' 
Actually, Nan was learning to read-learning the right and safe way. Her 
teacher, considering Nan's own good, was developing her speech, teaching 
her new words, and helping her put them together in sentences. She was 
introducing Nan to interesting picture-story books to whet her appetite, reading 
her stories, and encouraging her to tell them. 
By the 1980s, the developmentalists were concentrating more on providing children 
with appropriate preschool experiences than with establishing any well-defined limits 
for the acquisition of reading. 
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I r s .  B .  b o a s t s  a t  h e r  
> r i d e  a t  t h e  e x p e n s e  
> n  t h a t  t a x e s  e v e r y  
d e v e l o p e d  b e f o r e  a  
· e n  i s  m u c h  h i g h e r  
t o  t h e  c h i l d ' s  e y e  a s  
1 u s t  l e a r n  b e f o r e  h e  
i s  a b i l i t y  t o  r e a d  i s  
e e n  i n  s c h o o l  n e a r l y  
: a n d  s a f e  w a y .  H e r  
e r  s p e e c h ,  t e a c h i n g  
> e n t e n c e s .  S h e  w a s  
1 e r  a p p e t i t e ,  r e a d i n g  
· e  o n  p r o v i d i n g  c h i l d r e n  
l  a n y  w e l l - d e f i n e d  l i m i t s  
T h e  f o u r t h  g r o u p ,  t h e  e m p i r i c i s t s ,  p l a c e d  t h e i r  t r u s t  i n  s c i e n t i f i c  o r  e x p e r i m e n t a l  
m e t h o d s  t o  s o l v e  r e a d i n g  p r o b l e m s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  M o s t  o f  t h e i r  a r t i c l e s  
f o c u s e d  o n  d e v e l o p m e n t s  i n  t h r e e  a r e a s  o f  r e a d i n g :  r e a d i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  m e t h o d s  o f  
t e a c h i n g  r e a d i n g ,  a n d  s p e e d  r e a d i n g .  T h e  c h i e f  p r o b l e m  w i t h  t h e s e  a r t i c l e s  i s  t h a t  
d e v e l o p m e n t s  i n  a  f i e l d  l i k e  r e a d i n g  e d u c a t i o n  c o m e  f r o m  m a n y  d i f f e r e n t  s o u r c e s -
e . g . ,  m e d i c i n e ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  p s y c h o l o g y - a n d  a r e  o f t e n  p r e s e n t e d  i n  m a g a z i n e s  i n  a  
f r a g m e n t e d  w a y .  T h e r e  w e r e  m a n y  a r t i c l e s  o n  t h e  c a u s e  o f  r e a d i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a n d  
t h e  w a y  t o  t e a c h  r e a d i n g ,  b u t  v e r y  f e w  t h a t  e x p l o r e d  t h e s e  s u b j e c t s  i n  a  
m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l  w a y .  T h i s  w a s  o f t e n  c o n f u s i n g  f o r  n o n - e x p e r t s ,  b e c a u s e  i n f o r m a t i o n  
p r e s e n t e d  i n  p o p u l a r  m a g a z i n e s  o n  t h e s e  t o p i c s  w a s  o f t e n  s e l f - c o n t r a d i c t o r y .  
E a r l y  i n  t h e  c e n t u r y ,  e m p i r i c i s t s  r e f e r r e d  t o  r e a d i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a s  f o r m s  o f  
" c o n g e n i t a l  w o r d  b l i n d n e s s , "  a n  i n c u r a b l e  c o n d i t i o n  b e l i e v e d  t o  b e  p a s s e d  
g e n e t i c a l l y .  P e o p l e  s u f f e r i n g  f r o m  t h i s  a f f l i c t i o n  w e r e  m o s t  o f t e n  n o t  k e p t  i n  s c h o o l ,  
b u t ,  i n s t e a d ,  f o r c e d  t o  f e n d  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h o u t  l i t e r a c y  s k i l l s .  B y  t h e  1 9 2 0 s ,  
r e s e a r c h  b e g a n  t o  s h o w  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  w i t h  r e a d i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  c o u l d  b e  h e l p e d  
t h r o u g h  r e m e d i a t i o n  a n d  o t h e r  t h e r a p i e s .  
F r o m  t h e  v e r y  b e g i n n i n g ,  r e a d i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  w e r e  t h o u g h t  t o  b e  c a u s e d  b y  a  
m a l f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  b r a i n .  A r t i c l e s  s u c h  a s  " R u t h ,  W h o  C o u l d n ' t  R e a d , "  i n  t h e  
N o v e m b e r  1 5 ,  1 9 2 7  i s s u e  o f  S u r v e y ,  t e n d e d  t o  p r o p a g a t e  s u c h  a n  i d e a :  
A f t e r  e x a m i n i n g  R u t h ,  s e v e r a l  o f  t h e  d o c t o r s  a t  t h e  c l i n i c  f e l t  t h a t  h e r  
d i f f i c u l t y  w a s  d u e  t o  ' s o m e  a c t u a l  b r e a k  i n  t h e  c o r t i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  t r a c t s . '  B u t  
D r .  W o l f e  [ a  m e d i c a l  d o c t o r  w h o  a p p l i e d  m e t h o d s  o f  p s y c h o t h e r a p y  t o  c h i l d r e n  
w i t h  r e a d i n g  p r o b l e m s ]  s a w  i n  t h e  c h i l d ' s  s i t u a t i o n  a  d e f i n i t e  b e h a v i o r  p r o b l e m ,  
a n d  h e  t o o k  t h e  c a s e ,  h o p i n g  t h a t  a  p s y c h o - t h e r a p e u t i c  a p p r o a c h  m i g h t  l e a d  
t o  a  s o l u t i o n  o f  a  p r o b l e m  w h i c h  w a s  h o p e l e s s  i f  r e g a r d e d  f r o m  a n  o r g a n i c  
v i e w p o i n t .  
' M y  t r a i n i n g  u n d e r  D r .  A d l e r  h a d  t a u g h t  m e  t h a t  a l e x i a  ( i n a b i l i t y  t o  r e a d )  a n d  
l e f t - h a n d e d n e s s  o f t e n  g o  t o g e t h e r , '  D r .  W o l f e  s a i d  o f  r e a d i n g  f a i l u r e .  
T h e  i d e a  t h a t  l e f t - h a n d e d n e s s  a n d  r e a d i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  g o  t o g e t h e r  h a s  s i n c e  b e c o m e  
a  m y t h  i n  r e a d i n g  e d u c a t i o n ,  b u t  m a n y  n o n - e x p e r t s  s t i l l  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n  
e x i s t s .  L a t e r  r e s e a r c h  d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h a t  r e a d i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  w e r e  n o t  a l l  b r a i n  
p r o b l e m s ,  b u t  c o u l d  b e  c a u s e d  b y  e m o t i o n a l ,  p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  a n d / o r  s o c i a l  p r o b l e m s .  
T h e  f r a g m e n t e d  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  r e p o r t s  i n  m a g a z i n e s  t h w a r t e d  t h e  e f f o r t s  o f  r e a d i n g  
s p e c i a l i s t s  t o  e x p l a i n  r e a d i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a s  c o m p l e x  p h e n o m e n a  c a u s e d  b y  a  l a r g e  
n u m b e r  o f  f a c t o r s  a n d  c o m b i n a t i o n s  o f  f a c t o r s  r e l a t e d  t o  c h i l d r e n ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  
b o t h  p h y s i c a l  a n d  c o g n i t i v e .  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  a r t i c l e s  u s u a l l y  p r e s e n t e d  r e a d i n g  
d i f f i c u l t i e s  a s  h a v i n g  o n e  c a u s e  a n d  o n e  c u r e  w h e n  i n  r e a l i t y ,  t h e y  a l m o s t  a l w a y s  
h a v e  c o m p l e x  c a u s e s  a n d  n o  c l e a r  " c u r e . "  
T h e  m o s t  d i s r u p t i v e  i n c i d e n t  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  m e t h o d s  o f  t e a c h i n g  r e a d i n g  w a s  t h e  
p u b l i c a t i o n  i n  1 9 5 5  o f  R u d o l f  F l e s c h ' s  W h y  J o h n n y  C a n ' t  R e a d ,  a n d  W h a t  Y o u  C a n  
D o  A b o u t  f t .  T h i s  b o o k  a t t a c k e d  t h e  e m p i r i c a l  w a y s  t h a t  r e a d i n g  w a s  t a u g h t  i n  s c h o o l  
a n d  s p a r k e d  t h e  c o n t i n u i n g  d e b a t e  o v e r  w h e t h e r  r e a d i n g  s h o u l d  b e  t a u g h t  v i s u a l l y ,  
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through whole words, or aurally, through phonics. Flesch believed that all reading 
should be taught through phonics and that schools were perpetuating visual methods 
which, in his opinion, were failures. During the next thirty-five years, dozens of 
articles appeared touting the benefits of one or the other system of teaching reading. 
John Gordon illustrated the inflammatory nature of the attacks on reading education 
in the November, 1956 issue of American Mercury: 
To put it in 'short, jerky' language, it means Teaching School vs. 
Babysitting. It is as simple as this: teaching reading with phonics demands real 
effort on the part of teacher and pupil; trying to teach reading by the word 
method licenses a classroom for fun and frolic, because any normal child can 
memorize two or three hundred words in a school year-even without a 
teacher. 
The debate over the best way to teach reading continues in popular magazines. The 
view of most experts in the field is that there is no one best way to teach reading. 
Individual methods work with individual children, and no one method can help all 
children. 
As the numbers of publications in the United States mushroomed during the 
twentieth century, many empiricists touted the benefits of speed reading, an 
advanced skimming technique that allowed readers to reach reading rates of several 
hundred to thousands of words per minute. From the 1930s to the 1970s, popular 
magazines followed this craze. Speed reading eventually collapsed for two reasons: 
many of the claims of reading rates of thousands of words per minute were found to 
be false or short-lived; and Americans drastically specialized in their reading habits in 
the second half of the twentieth century in order to keep up with growing numbers of 
books and magazines. Ruth McCoy Harris explained the tenets of speed reading in 
the November, 1945 issue of Reader's Digest: 
'Slow readers are poor readers,' says Norman Lewis, author of How to 
Read Better and Faster. 'A person reads fast because he thinks fast, has good 
eyesight, a good vocabulary, and a wide background of information. Most 
persons who read ten times as fast as the plodder absorb much more of what 
they read than he does.' ... 
The wider your eye span, the more words you see at once and the faster 
you read. A good reader makes only two or three stops on an ordinary line of 
print; a poor reader stops for nearly every word. An excellent reader will see 
an entire line at once, so that he can read down a narrow column of type 
without moving his eyes from left to right. That is how Theodore Roosevelt got 
the reputation of reading a whole page at a glance-an obvious impossibility. 
He read rapidly down the page, and he knew how to skim, often reading only 
the key words. 
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:  m e t h o d  c a n  h e l p  a l l  
J s h r o o m e d  d u r i n g  t h e  
1 f  s p e e d  r e a d i n g ,  a n  
: a d i n g  r a t e s  o f  s e v e r a l  
t o  t h e  1 9 7 0 s ,  p o p u l a r  
1 p s e d  f o r  t w o  r e a s o n s :  
" m i n u t e  w e r e  f o u n d  t o  
1  t h e i r  r e a d i n g  h a b i t s  i n  
t h  g r o w i n g  n u m b e r s  o f  
~ts o f  s p e e d  r e a d i n g  i n  
a u t h o r  o f  H o w  t o  
l i n k s  f a s t ,  h a s  g o o d  
f  i n f o r m a t i o n .  M o s t  
m u c h  m o r e  o f  w h a t  
m c e  a n d  t h e  f a s t e r  
1  a n  o r d i n a r y  l i n e  o f  
l e n t  r e a d e r  w i l l  s e e  
o w  c o l u m n  o f  t y p e  
1 d o r e  R o o s e v e l t  g o t  
) V i o u s  i m p o s s i b i l i t y .  
,  o f t e n  r e a d i n g  o n l y  
T h e  i d e a  t h a t  r e a d e r s  c o u l d  e x p a n d  t h e i r  e y e - s p a n s  s o  d r a m a t i c a l l y  w a s  l a t e r  r e f u t e d  
b y  o p t i c a l  a n d  r e a d i n g  r e s e a r c h .  
T h e  n e x t  t i m e  y o u  p i c k  u p  a n  a r t i c l e  a b o u t  r e a d i n g  e d u c a t i o n ,  t r y  t o  t h i n k  o f  i t  i n  
t e r m s  o f  t h e  h i s t o r y  I  h a v e  p r e s e n t e d  h e r e .  W a s  t h e  a r t i c l e  w r i t t e n  b y  a  m e m b e r  o f  
t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a ?  A  m e l i o r i s t ?  A  d e v e l o p m e n t a l i s t ?  A n  e m p i r i c i s t ?  R a t h e r  t h a n  t a k i n g  
t h e  m e s s a g e  a t  f a c e  v a l u e ,  t r y  t o  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  s o c i a l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  a g e n d a  b e h i n d  t h e  
a r t i c l e .  T h i s  w i l l  h e l p  y o u  t o  p l a c e  t h e  a r t i c l e  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  p o p u l a r  p e r c e p t i o n s  
o f  r e a d i n g .  
A l l  f o u r  o f  t h e s e  i n t e r e s t  g r o u p s  a r e  s t i l l  a r o u n d ,  a n d  e a c h  c o n t i n u e s  t o  s e r v e  a  
p u r p o s e  i n  s h a p i n g  p o p u l a r  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  r e a d i n g .  T h e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a  h a s  r e c e d e d ,  
b u t  h a d  a  b r i e f  r e s u r g e n c e  i n  t h e  " c u l t u r a l  l i t e r a c y "  c r i s i s  o f  t h e  l a t e  1 9 8 0 s .  T h e  
" c u l t u r a l  c o n s c i e n c e "  p r o v i d e d  b y  t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a  h e l p s  r e m i n d  A m e r i c a n s  o f  l i t e r a r y  
t r a d i t i o n s  i n  a n  e r a  s o  d o m i n a t e d  b y  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e .  
M e l i o r i s t s  h a v e  p i c k e d  u p  t h e i r  p a c e  s i n c e  t h e  1 9 6 0 s  a n d  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  b a s h  
s c h o o l s  a n d  w a r p  s t a t i s t i c s  t o  s h o w  t h a t  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i s  d o i n g  p o o r l y  i n  t h e  a r e a  
o f  l i t e r a c y .  T h e i r  c r i t i c i s m  h a s  a c t u a l l y  b e c o m e  a  c r u c i a l  p a r t  o f  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  
e s t a b l i s h m e n t .  C r i t i c i s m  r a i s e s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  a n d  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  r a i s e s  m o n e y  a n d  
o t h e r  r e s o u r c e s  t o  h e l p  s o l v e  p r o b l e m s .  O n e  m a y  e v e n  a r g u e  t h a t  l i t t l e  p r o g r e s s  
w o u l d  b e  m a d e  a n d  l i t t l e  f u n d i n g  w o u l d  b e  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  a  s c h o o l  s y s t e m  t h a t  h a s  
r e a c h e d  a l l  o f  i t s  g o a l s .  
D e v e l o p m e n t a l i s t s  h a v e  p r e s e n t e d  a  c o n s i s t e n t  f l o w  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  t o  p a r e n t s  a n d  
o t h e r s  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  l i t e r a c y  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  c h i l d r e n .  I n  m o s t  c a s e s ,  t h e  
i n f o r m a t i o n  i s  a c c u r a t e  a n d  h a s  d o n e  a  g r e a t  d e a l  t o  r a i s e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a b o u t  t h e  
i m p o r t a n c e  o f  r e a d i n g ,  n o t  o n l y  i n  p r e s c h o o l  y e a r s ,  b u t  t h r o u g h o u t  a  p e r s o n ' s  l i f e .  
E m p i r i c i s t s  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  p r e s e n t  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  a d v a n c e s  i n  r e a d i n g  
d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  m e t h o d s  o f  t e a c h i n g  r e a d i n g ,  a n d  s p e e d  r e a d i n g .  W e  s h o u l d  k e e p  i n  m i n d  
t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  p o p u l a r  m a g a z i n e s  t o  p r e s e n t  m o r e  t h a n  a  f r a g m e n t a r y  
v i e w  o f  t h e s e  v e r y  c o m p l e x  i s s u e s .  I t  w o u l d  b e  w i s e  t o  a s s u m e ,  a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  t h a t  
" s o l u t i o n s "  t o  t h e s e  p r o b l e m s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  p o p u l a r  m a g a z i n e s  a r e  d u b i o u s  a t  b e s t .  
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